Talk dirty to me: Why books about sex and relationships belong in libraries.
By Stacy Creel In February 2011, House Bill 999 was adopted. The bill required local school boards to adopt a sex education policy by June 30, 2012. School boards must implement either an abstinence-only or an abstinence-plus curriculum. Before this bill, there was no state law requiring Mississippi to teach sex education in public schools; however, schools that did choose to teach sex education before this bill were required to teach abstinence only until marriage curriculum with abstinence being the best way to prevent unplanned pregnancies and disease (MSDH, 2010) .
While reports are mixed about the impact on whether teens benefit more from abstinence only or comprehensive sex education, one study from the University of Washington in Seattle found that "teenagers who received some type of comprehensive sex education were 60 percent less likely to get pregnant or get someone else pregnant" (Washington Post, 2008) . A multi-year federally funded research project investigated the impact of abstinence only programs on sexual abstinence, pregnancy risks, and sexually transmitted diseases. This study found that teens in abstinence only programs were no more likely to abstain than teens not in a program and did not wait until they were older than other teens to become sexually active (Trenholm et al., 2007) .
"Considering the high rates of teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases that remain in Mississippi, evidence suggests that abstinence only until marriage programs are ineffective and that a more comprehensive approach to sex education provides young people with medically sound information to make informed decisions related to sex" (MSDH, 2010, p.9) .
Books in the Library
Realistic fiction books for teens cover a variety of topics and issues ranging from the innocuous topics like friendship, or dealing with school pressure, or summer adventures to topics considered to be edgy, or even taboo by some. These more edgy books may cover topics ranging from first sexual experiences, to bullying, to sexual identity, to parental divorce or neglect, and much more. Many of the topics covered in teen realistic fiction make adults uncomfortable. "These novels are disturbing, sometimes shocking, but they reflect the lives of today's teens -not the lives of every teen but of enough teens for the stories to be authentic" (Chance, 2008, p. 62) . Issues like sexuality and sexual attraction are especially important to younger teens as their bodies and hormones are changing. These are also topics that they may not feel comfortable discussing with adults. "Exploring these issues through fiction is one way for young adolescents to ask questions and seek answers for a very important topic in their lives" (Anderson, 2007, p. 77) .
Teen collections should contain materials covering a variety of interests, lifestyles, and beliefs. By covering the gamut of a topic, the library is better able to supply books for their entire population-while realizing that legitimately some books are perfectly acceptable to one person but not another. Having a broad collection insures a book choice for everyone. Collections should contain books that cover comprehensive sex education in non-fiction, including books that cover abstinence, and fiction books that cover teens making a variety of choices for a variety of reasons. The collection must be balanced (Nilsen & Donelson, 2008, p. 303) . Since there are such differing opinions about what teens should know and when especially when it comes to the nonfiction topic of sex education, including a variety of books for a range of readers is essential (Anderson, 2007) . But having a balanced collection means having books that may make some adults cringe and can lead to challenges and censorship of the library collection.
So how do libraries defend having books in their collections that depict teens having sex, getting pregnant, discovering their sexuality or sexual preference? The first step is to depend on your collection development policy. This policy should be current and inclusive. It should describe the service area and community and include all of the community. The policy should contain statements about the community's right to read, freedom to read, anti-censorship, the Library Bill of Rights, and should have specific statements about youth and their rights and freedom. "Collection development policy statements protect the library against external pressures" and helps ensure that challenged materials are "fairly reviewed and retained" (Johnson, 2009, p. 75) . The collection development policy should also make it clear that the library protects its employees who make the collection development decisions.
Along with the collection development policy, procedures for challenged materials should be established including a committee that reviews complaints and materials receiving complaints. Third, the librarian can find and use professional reviews and public opinion to support the inclusion of materials that some might find questionable. The fourth thing that can be done is to use the statistics about "the state of the state" of residence; for those of us in Mississippi a handy resource, "Sexually Transmitted Diseases: 2011 Fact Sheet Mississippi, produced by the MSDH and found in Appendix A.
Conclusion:
It may be overwhelming to think about adding potentially controversial books to the library collection. Perhaps Appendix B can help. It is a list of just over 100 titles on sex, sexuality, love, dating, relationships, and more that can help get the collection started. Most of the titles are found on booklists and/or have received positive professional reviews. The handful of books not on lists or reviewed were added because of popular reviews and opinions. Hopefully, this article will give you the standing needed to "talk dirty…"
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